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Activity rates1 ' in the Community in 1988 
Analysis of activity rates is interesting from two 
points of view. Firstly, the movement and 
spread of the activity rates reflect important 
social realities like the number of years of 
schooling, the employment of women or the 
age of retirement; secondly, the activity rate 
throws another light on the unemployment rate, 
which is one of the most widely used indicators 
of the socio-economic balance of a region (see 
the methodological notes on page 11). 
The source of the data is the Community La­
bour Force Survey, held in the 12 Member 
States in the spring of 1988. Graph 1 allows 
comparison of the national activity rates, both 
between Member States and with the Com­
munity average, and shows the upper and 
lower regional activity rates (Denmark, Ireland 
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1 ) The activity rate is the ratio between the active population (employed and unemployed) and the total population of corresponding age. 
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The stability of the mean activity rate 
hides diverse trends. 
In the Community as a whole 54% of persons 
aged 14 years or more are employed or are 
seeking employment; these form the 'active' 
population, as opposed to the so­called 'inac­
tives' like students, housewives, retired or han­
dicapped people. 
The average activity rate of 54% remains 
remarkably stable, the global rise in the fe­
male activity rate compensating for the de­
crease in activity rates among men aged less 
than 25 or more than 55 years. 
However the average activity rate not only 
­ conceals important regional disparities: 
the global activity rate reached 60%jn the 
United Kingdom, in Bayern and Île­de­
France, and as high as 67% in Denmark; 
on the other hand it was lower than 50% in 
Belgium and in most of the mediterranean 
regions; 
but also 
masks the differing behaviour towards pro­
fessional activities, of four main popula­
tion categories: 
young people (between 14 and 24 years) 
who are mainly either 'actives' or students; 
men between 25 and 54 years who have a 
relatively uniform activity rate of 95% 
throughout the Community; 
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having to cope with emigration of young 'ac­
tives'). 
Differences in the activity rates can also be 
attributed to such phenomena as: 
­ the organisation of training of young techni­
cians; depending on whether it is with firms 
(apprenticeship) or in the school environ­
ment, the youngster will be considered as 
'active' or not; 
­ the status given to students with a job, even 
a casual one, will affect whether the young­
ster is considered as 'active' or not. 
The female activity rate is 41 % for the Com­
munity as a whole, but has a strong regional 
variation. It exceeds 50% in Île­de­France and 
the United Kingdom, and even reaches 60% in 
Denmark, but is around 30% in most of the 
island regions and in many of the Italian and 
Spanish regions. 
Persons aged between 55 and 64 years have 
a particularly low activity rate in industrial re­
gions with declining coal and steel industries 
(early retirement): Hainaut and Limburg (Β), 
Saarland (D) Lorraine (F), and Luxembourg. 
The activity rate for this age group is highest in 
Denmark, where retirement age is 70. 
• women aged between 25 and 54 for whom 
the activity rate has increased from 54% to 
60% in 5 years but which depends very 
much on social habits and varies strongly 
between Member States, some regions 
having a rate more than double that of other 
regions (86% in Denmark, less than 43% in 
Spain and Ireland); 
• persons aged between 55 and 64 years 
whose activity rate (Community average 
40%), depends mainly on retirement age, 
and the share of self­employment. 
Activity rates depend greatly on age and 
region. 
The activity rate of young people (aged be­
tween 14 and 24 years) is between 40% and 
60% in most of the regions; it is well above this 
level in Bayern, the United Kingdom and Den­
mark, and well below 40% in Belgium, Greece 
and southern Italy. 
It is generally lower than the national average 
in more urban regions like Bruxelles/Brussel, 
Hamburg, Berlin, Lazio (Roma), Madrid, Lis­
boa, no doubt due to higher levels of school 
attendance. A lower rate can also be charac­
teristic of more traditional communities (where 
young women do not participate in professional 
life) or in regions of relative decline (which are 
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1. The Labour Force Survey. 
The Statistical Office of the European Com­
munities, together with the national experts of 
the Member States, determine the content of 
the survey and provide a detailed description 
in a common coding scheme. The labour force 
characteristics of each person interviewed 
refer to his situation in a particular reference 
week. 
The survey is intended to cover the whole of 
the resident population; but for technical and 
methodological reasons, and for the purposes 
of harmonising the field of survey, the Com­
munity results are compiled on the basis of the 
population of private households only. 
fied as employed or unemployed. 
The activity rate is the ratio between the active 
population and the total population of corre­
sponding age. 
3. Effect of the activity rate on the 
meaning of the unemployment rate. 
An unemployment rate of about 25% for young 
people is often mistakenly interpreted as 'One 
in four young people is unemployed', instead 
of 'Among the active young people, one in 
four is unemployed.' If the activity rate of young 
people reaches 40%, an unemployment rate of 
25% does not mean that one in four young 
people is unemployed, but that one in ten 
young people is unemployed. In fact, the share 
of unemployed persons in the population as a 
whole equals the unemployment rate multiplied 
by the activity rate: 
As with any sample survey the results of the 
labour force survey are subject to sampling 
error, especially in the case of less populated 
regions where the reliability of the results is not 
always assured. Studies have shown that the 
regional representation of the survey is rela­
tively weak in Greece, Spain and Portugal. 
2. Basic definitions. 
Persons in employment are those who during 
the reference week did any work for pay or 
profit, or were not working but had jobs from 
which they were temporarily absent. 
Unemployed persons are those persons of 
14 years or older who, during the reference 
week were without work, currently available for 
work and were actively seeking work. 
The labour force or active population com­
prises persons in employment and unem­
ployed persons. 
Inactive persons are those who are not classi-
unemployed unemployed actives 
population actives population 
The same unemployment rate of 33% among 
young people could be typical of a flourishing 
region A, where 7 out of 10 young people are 
inactive (students), 2 are in employment and 1 
is unemployed - and of a region Β having a less 
favourable socio-economic profile where 4 out 
of 10 young people are inactive, 4 are in em­
ployment and 2 are unemployed. 
In Denmark, as in Belgium, about 6% of young 
people under 25 are unemployed. Neverthe­
less, the unemployment rate among young 
people in Belgium (18%) is twice as high as in 
Denmark (9%). This is the result of the conven­
tion of calculating the unemployment rate as a 
part of the unemployed in the active population, 
and not as a part of the total population. 
For more information 
Labour force survey : methods and definitions - EUROSTAT 1988 
REGIO yearbook and REGIO database- EUROSTAT 
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